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Abstract 
The study aims to investigate the note-taking strategies used by EFL listeners. The participants were 80 students at a university 
in northern Taiwan. The main instruments included a questionnaire of note-taking strategies and a questionnaire of note-taking 
perceptions. Results show that ‘organization’ has the highest average frequency among the six categories of note-taking 
strategies. The strategy most often used is ‘During the lecture I try to absorb as much of what is said as possible.’ Besides, the 
perception of note-taking strategies most agreed by participants is ‘I wish I had better note-taking skills.’  
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1. Introduction 
Taking notes while listening to a lecture is a tradition commonly adopted by college students for a lecture 
presentation. Note-taking is generally considered to promote the process of learning and retaining lecture material. 
According to Di Vesta & Gray (1972) and other researchers ( Fisher & Harris,1973; Richard & Friedman, 1978; 
Carrier & Titus, 1979), the facilitating effect of note-taking on lecture learning and recall may derive from the two 
general functions, i.e., encoding and external storage. Encoding can activate attentional mechanism, engage the 
learner’s cognitive processes of coding, integrating and synthesizing, and transform the aurally received information 
into a personally meaningful form. An external storage may help rehearsal and provide mnemonics and information 
for reconstruction of memory. 
The college students in Taiwan may have a number of chances of listening to lectures delivered in English. They 
might take courses taught by foreign visiting professors, and attend seminars or speeches in English. Chia et al.
(1999) found that Taiwanese college students regarded lecture listening as the most important skill to improve. As 
indicated by Dunkel (1988), taking lecture notes is widely accepted as a common and useful strategy for augmenting 
student attention and retention of academic discourse. However, it is widely recognized that listening to lectures can 
place a considerable processing burden on L2 students, who face the task of interpreting in real time a monologue 
which is both linguistically and cognitively demanding (Thompson, 2003). Howe (1974) also claimed that learning 
is strongly influenced by the particular note-taking strategy an individual adopts. Moreover, Mendelsohn (1994) 
suggested that L2 students need to be able to take notes in as much detail and in whatever form best suits them in 
order to use the notes later as an aid to memory. As a result, it is worth examining how Taiwanese college students 
cope with their linguistic deficiencies and what they actually do in the EFL note-taking situation. 
The purpose of the present study is to investigate the EFL note-taking strategies used by college students in 
Taiwan. The major research questions explored in the study include the following, (1) Are there differences in the 
categories of note-taking strategies used by EFL college students? (2) Are there differences in individual note-taking 
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strategies used by EFL college students? (3) Are there differences in note-taking strategies used by effective and less 
effective EFL listeners? (4) What are college students’ perceptions of EFL note-taking?  
2. Literature review 
With regard to the research on L2 note-taking, several studies have investigated the effects of note-taking on L2 
listening comprehension. For instance, Chaudron et al. (1994) looked at the relationship between L2 learners’ notes 
taken while listening to lectures and their success on two different types of comprehension measures. They found no 
favorable role for retaining or not retaining notes on short-term recall success. The study by Hale and Courtney 
(1994)  examined the  effects  of  taking notes  in  the  short  monologues  of  the  TOEFL listening test.  Results  showed 
that little benefit is gained by taking notes in the context of the TOEFL minitalks perhaps because they assess 
listening comprehension with minimal demand placed on memory.  Moreover,  Kirkg z (2010) conducted a study to 
teach Turkish adult learners the effective strategies of EFL listening.  
Recently, there have been some note-taking studies conducted to the EFL students in Taiwan. Most of the 
research has been conducted in the college EFL class. For instance, Teng (1996) found that college students who 
took notes while listening to the lecture and then reviewed their notes perform better in EFL lecture comprehension 
than those who only listened to the lecture without taking notes. Lin (2004) indicated that note-taking had a 
significantly positive effect on college students’ performances in TOEFL listening tests, particularly in response to 
minitalks, followed by lectures and conversations. The study by Hsieh (2006) explored the relationship between 
college students’ note contents and listening comprehension of English lectures along with their retention. Besides, 
there is one study (Chang, 2007) aiming to find the lecture note-taking skills used by the graduate students who 
majored in Translation and Interpretation. Results showed that most of the students were aware of some of note-
taking tips such as using symbol/abbreviation, looking for big picture, using keyword, and using space and heading.  
In addition, there are several studies looking into the relationship between L1 and L2 note-taking. For example, 
Dunkel (1988) examined whether cross-cultural differences were evident in the notes taken by L1 and L2 students. 
Another study (Dunkel et al., 1989) was undertaken to determine the effect of note-taking on the immediate 
recognition of lecture information by both native and nonnative speakers of English. Dunkel & Davy (1989) also 
studied whether cross-cultural differences exist between American and international student perceptions concerning 
the usefulness of lecture note-taking and the ways in which notes on lecture material are taken. Besides, in the study 
by Clerehan (1995), L1 and L2 student notes from a commercial law lecture were examined to determine if any 
differences were observable in the recording of the hierarchical structure of the lecture. 
3. Methodology 
3.1.Participants 
Participants in the current study were 63 students from two junior classes at a university in northern Taiwan. 
One class of English majors were designated as effective EFL listeners. The other class of English non-major 
students represented the less effective EFL listeners. The participants have learned English in school for about 
seven years.  
3.2.Instruments 
The main instruments used in the study consisted of a questionnaire of note-taking strategies and a questionnaire 
of note-taking perceptions. The questionnaire of note-taking strategies was mainly based on the Inventory of Note-
taking Practices designed by Ryan (2001). There are six categories of note-taking strategies in the questionnaire, 
including absorption, maintenance, translation, decoding, integration, and organization. With each category 
containing seven strategies, the questionnaire consists of forty-two items with one-sentence descriptions of note-
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taking practices. On a five-point scale ranging from “never” to “always”, participants circled the response which 
best indicates how often they performed the described behavior. Another instrument adopted in the study was a 
questionnaire of note-taking perceptions, which was designed according to the instruments of Dunkel & Davy 
(1989) and Hale & Courtney (1994). The questionnaire includes 17 items, with the first three on participants’ 
experiences of EFL note-taking and the rest on their perceptions of note-taking values and strategies. On a five-point 
Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”, participants circled the response which best 
indicates the extent of their agreement with the item description. 
3.3.Procedures 
In order to make students more immediately conscious of their note-taking strategies, the participants were 
first asked to listen to a three-minute lecture and to take notes in whatever way they normally do when 
listening to English lectures. After that, participants were asked to rate how frequently they used each of the 
42 note-taking practices in the strategy questionnaire. Then they completed the note-taking perception 
questionnaire. Finally, an interview was held with ten of the participants to probe their additional strategies 
and perceptions of EFL note-taking. 
4. Results 
Based on the frequency counting of each item, the results of the note-taking strategy questionnaire completed by participants 
are described below. First, Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the six strategy categories used by participants. Among the 
six strategy categories, ‘organization’ has the highest average frequency. Then, following the order are ‘decoding’, ‘absorption’, 
‘maintenance’, and ‘translation’. ‘Integration’ has the lowest average frequency. 
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Note-taking Strategy Categories
Strategy Category N Mean SD Rank
Absorption 63 3.30 0.33 3
Maintenance 63 3.27 0.55 4
Translation 63 3.11 0.63 5
Decoding 63 3.33 0.57 2
Integration 63 3.10 0.48 6
Organization 63 3.44 0.59 1
Moreover, the results listed the five strategies most often used by the participants among the 42 note-taking 
strategies of six categories. Findings show that ‘During the lecture I try to absorb as much of what is said as 
possible.’ is the most frequently used strategy, and next is ‘I review for a test by looking over my notes to refresh 
my memory as to what was said in lecture.’, followed by ‘I review for a test by looking over clues in my notes about 
what the instructor thinks is important.’ 
5. Discussion and conclusion 
In the current study, results indicate that ‘organization’ has the highest average frequency among the six 
categories of note-taking strategies. The result supports Ryan’s (2001) which revealed that in the context of 
classroom note-taking, organizational framework is often available in the reading assignment upon which instructors 
base their lectures. According to Ryan’s (2001) metaphors of note-taking strategies, ‘organization’ is like an 
explorer marking a trail on an expedition. The instructor is listeners’ guide on a journey, and they have to mark the 
trail as clearly as they can so that they can retrace their path later. No doubt, the participants in the study adopted 
more often the following strategies, ‘During the lecture I try to make sure my notes reflect a path that I can easily 
retrace when it is time to study.’ and ‘After a lecture I fill in missing steps so that it’s clear where the instructor 
started and where he or she ended up.’ On the other hand, since students often do not complete the reading 
assignments prior to the lecture, the task of note-taking becomes more demanding and error prone. That is why the 
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participants used less often the strategy ‘I prepare for a lecture by reading the course material in order to anticipate 
the direction the lecture will take.’ 
The present study revealed that the following absorption strategy was most often used by the participants among 
the 42 note-taking strategies, i.e., ‘During the lecture I try to absorb as much of what is said as possible.’ In terms of 
Ryan’s (2001) metaphor of absorption strategies, listening to a lecture is like trying to be a sponge. Listeners just 
concentrate as hard as they can and try to soak up as much information as they can from the lecturer. In a previous 
study on EFL listening strategies (Teng, 1998), it was also found that ‘paying attention’ is one the frequently used 
strategies of Taiwanese college students.  
In addition, results of the present study show that the note-taking strategy with the second highest average 
frequency is ‘I review for a test by looking over my notes to refresh my memory as to what was said in lecture.’ This 
finding is consistent with Hale & Courtney’s (1994) which suggested that note-taking can be useful as an aid to 
remembering lecture information and for organizing the information and studying after the lecture is over. Clerehan 
(1995) also proposed that note-taking actually promotes learning in its twin roles of encoding and storage. As a 
result, with the great demand of note-taking for retrieving lecture information, the participants employed least often 
the strategy ‘I usually try to recall lecture information without taking notes.’ 
In the current study, effective listeners had significantly higher frequent use of five note-taking strategies than 
less effective listeners did. On the other hand, less effective listeners adopted two strategies significantly more often, 
i.e., ‘During the lecture I try to look for clues from the instructor’s tone of voice or body language to tell me what’s 
important before I write anything down.’ and ‘I find it helpful to ask the instructor how to spell certain words.‘ The 
findings confirm Dunkel, Mishra, & Berliner’s (1989) which proposed that nonnative speakers are at a distinct 
linguistic disadvantage in an English-speaking lecture environment in terms of the impact of English proficiency on 
recall performance. Moreover, some EFL students in Chang’s study (2007) admitted that they were not good 
listeners and this had impact on their note-taking. In the study, the less effective EFL listeners with deficient 
linguistic knowledge seemed to rely more on nonverbal clues and spelling assistance in order to conduct the note-
taking task.  
Furthermore, results of the perception questionnaire show that the perception of note-taking strategies most 
agreed by participants is ‘I wish I had better note-taking skills.’ and that the least agreed perception is ‘I often 
doodle instead of taking notes when listening to English lectures.’ The findings support Dunkel & Davy’s (1989) 
which revealed international EFL students’ reported their desire to have better note-taking skills than they presently 
have. The international students also felt that they needed to develop the ability to listen to lectures in English and to 
take notes in English. 
With regard to participants’ interview responses, all interviewees considered note-taking to be important. The 
reasons provided by them include remembering key points of lectures, retaining the learning material better, 
organizing what teachers said, and feeling more secure and confident. The findings confirm Hale & Courtney’s 
(1994) which revealed that EFL students apparently had positive views about note-taking in the classroom and that 
the most frequently stated reason was to provide a memory aid and to remember lecture content. Their participants 
also indicated that taking notes helped them to answer the questions better, made them feel more at ease, and helped 
them to remember the information in the talks. Therefore, it seems that note-taking can offer L2 learners such 
affective benefits as the senses of security and comfort besides the encoding and retaining functions. 
According to Rost (2002), taking notes shifts the focus from the text to the taking of the notes. Thus, skillful 
note-takers need to use shorthand and other techniques to get down the main points without losing focus on the text. 
In the present study, the particular note-taking tips mentioned by participants include using the abbreviation or 
acronyms of words, and using specific structures of notes, such as mind mapping, formal outline, drawing charts, or 
using arrows. These techniques have also been reported in some previous studies on EFL note-taking (e.g., Hamp-
Lyons, 1983; Oxford, 1990; Chaudron, Loschky, & Cook, 1994; Chang, 2007). As indicated by Mendelsohn (1994), 
while it is agreed that there are many ways of taking notes, it is sure that students attending academic courses that 
include lectures need to be able to take notes so that they have a record to refer back to.   
Results of the current study show that ‘organization’ has the highest average frequency among the six categories 
of note-taking strategies. The strategy most often used by the participants among the 42 note-taking is ‘During the 
lecture I try to absorb as much of what is said as possible.’ Effective listeners had significantly higher frequent use 
of five note-taking strategies than less effective listeners did. Besides, the perception of note-taking strategies most 
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agreed by participants is ‘I wish I had better note-taking skills.’ By providing the research findings, the study is 
expected to provide empirical description for the research literature of lecture note-taking strategies, to investigate 
the note-taking strategies used by EFL listeners, and to help college students effectively improve their performance 
in EFL note-taking through the understanding of their note-taking strategies. Last but not the least, since practice 
makes perfect, Taiwanese college students who wants to be effective EFL note-takers need to do more practice of 
note-taking in class and self-learning. 
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